Basic thesis 


We live in a time of contested understandings of childhood. The world of 
images depicting children operates within a dialectic of expansion and control. 
As the commercial imperative of contemporary capitalism works to expand 
consumption, it has increased marketing and advertising to and for children. In 
the process, it continuously expands the sexualization of children's images. In 
response to proliferating erotic images children, other forces at many social 
levvels attempt to control and contain child sexuality, especially in image 
culture. The focal point for this conflict has become sexualized images of 
children, including child pornography. 

The way in which this conflict around images of children has developed can be 
seen in some advertising milestones. Selling relatively expensive designer jeans, 
in the early 1980s Calvin Klein widely used an image of teenager Brooke Shields 
with the caption, "nothing comes between me and my Calvins," a double 
entendre that conveyed brand loyalty and not wearing underwear. Mildly 
controversial due to its acknowledging teen sensuality, the ad was remarkably 
successful; and Klein's advertising has continued the trajectory. 1 In the late 
1980s, an ad for cologne. Obsession for Men, featured model Kate Moss, notably 
young, shot topless from the waist up, but also with marked cleavage as she held 
her arm over her breasts. Later, in 1994 a huge controversy erupted over a series 
of print ads and television commercials for Calvin Klein jeans that seemed to 
many protesters as encoded with the signifiers of child pornography. Although 


1 The key ads are reproduced on several websites, such as URL 



quickly withdrawn, the ads nevertheless stimulated a 30% increase in the jeans 
sales, conforming to the ad world's logic that teens find transgression appealing. 
A few years later, the fallout from the 1994 controversy seemed to linger when 
protests erupted over Calvin Klein ads for children's underwear. More recently, 
Abercrombie for Kids was criticized for selling thong underwear for girls as 
young as seven. The company responded that they were intended for ten year 
olds, an age at which, according to the company, girls are style conscious and 
want underwear that does not produce a visible panty line. 2 

Although sexuality is always a sensitive social and political issue, over the past 
30 years, discourse around sexuality at many social levels has focused more and 
more on visual representations. And although images often evoke protest and 
leal / political efforts at restraint, in an unremarked way, verbal descriptions of 
sex have become more and more common and frank in the mass media. For 
example. Special Prosector Kenneth Starr's report which led to the Clinton 
impeachment events was published in full in local newspapers and easily 
available online. It included explicit descriptions of the Clinton-Lewinsky sexual 
activities which were also discussed on television news, and tv and radio talk 
shows. Almost every literate child in the U.S. at that time was aware of the 
details of oral sex, cigars as sex toys, ejaculation stains on clothing, and so forth. 
A measure of the current climate: a recent Home Box Office cable nework 
documentary produced for their Family Channel. Middle School Confessions (d. 

2 Abercombie for Kids was earlier criticized for using male and female nude teen models 
in one edition of their clothing catalogue, The objection to thongs was directly to the 
merchandise available in mall stores and by catalogue, not ads, since the only images 
were of the product itself.. URL 



Ellen Goosenberg Kent, 2002) interviews 11-14 year olds; and we hear and see a 
twelve year old girl and her female friends who discuss giving boyfriends 
manual and oral sex. While this level of frankness is commonly available in 
verbal form, elsewhere, in response to Calvin Klein ads a national campaign 
attacks photos of children innocuously posed in ordinary underwear with critics 
claiming to be able to read signifiers of a little boy's penis in the image. 

Increased surveillance produces more suspicious readings. The famous 
Coppertone suntan lotion image of a little girl having her swim pants pulled 
down by a playful pup to reveal her tanline and buttocks was used for 50 years 
within the common understanding of it as "innocent." Today the same image 
carries the connotation of "smutty 



